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Between oral and writing: input from 
Philosophically Oriented Discussions 
 
Antonietta Specogna*, Mélissa Lauricella** & Valérie Saint-Dizier de Almeida*** 
 
 
To develop language, initiate the students’ reflection or usher them in the phrasing of their 
thoughts are fundamentals objectives in primary education that are also pushed forward by 
philosophically oriented discussions. 
 
The concept of philosophically oriented discussions (POD) seems relevant for it allows to put 
students in a situation in which their thoughts are valued. It is hence possible to disagree with 
a myth read by the professor or even discuss a quote written on the board; space normally 
dedicated to the correct and right. The playing PODs in this learning of doubt and questioning 
are a major element allowing the student to develop their critical thinking. This doubt also 
allows them to, notably in the current conditions of communication, to question the fake or 
misdirected information, personal beliefs being collective… 
 
The objective of this article is to study the progression of thought between oral and written 
based on the contribution of philosophically oriented discussions. We will analyse the 
philosophically oriented discussion as a developing medium of critical thinking and written 
linguistic competences. 
 
Prior to the analysis of the discussions, notions of philosophically oriented discussions and 
critical thinking should be defined. 
 
State of the art 
 
What are PODs? 
 
Philosophically oriented discussions or “Philosophy for Children” or “Community of 
philosophical Inquiry” (CPI) (Miller & Tapper, 2012) emerged in the United States in the 80s 
with the initiative of the philosopher Matthew Lipman (Lipman, Sharp & Oscanyan, 1980; 
Lipman, 2005). Supporting the practices since 1995, the UNESCO1 every year since 2000, on 
the occasion of the World Philosophy Day, links these academic practices with others (all 
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innovations regarding philosophical practices) on an international level as it considers the 
development of this practice as an indicator of the country’s democratic degree. “Philosophy 
is a discipline encouraging critical and independent thinking, able to operate for a better 
understanding of the world and to promote tolerance and peace” (general conference of the 
Organisation, UNESCO2, 2005). 
Tozzi, trained philosopher, explains that the construction of thinking mechanisms starts very 
early, and that pushing children to question since kindergarten, contributes to arouse their 
judgment. Philosophise hence amount to resort to “three processes of thinking”, conceptualise, 
argue and problematize. Tozzi (2008) explains that DOPs contribute to the “acquiring of a 
bigger self-esteem” since the child is less considered as a child than as an individual expressing 
thought. New philosophical practices insist on the fact of philosophising rather than 
philosophical knowledge (Tozzi, 2008). 
 
Furthermore, the POD tends towards the confrontation of ideas without passion. It aims at 
making students understand that it is possible to confront, oppose ideas without conflicting with 
the individual. The culmination being to be convinced by others’ ideas to the point of being 
able to abandon one’s own opinions and build a thought collectively (Specogna, 2013). 
 
What is critical thinking? 
 
The concept of “critical thinking” appears in the United States at the beginning of the 60s. It is 
inspired by the works of Dewey and his notion of “reflective thoughts”, that considers that “a 
universal knowledge does not exist or, in other terms, that the “true” idea is the one victorious 
from verification trial” (Daniel, 2016). Critical thinking also allows a “reflective feedback on 
oneself” allowing in particular a reconsideration, an improvement (Lipman, 2005).  
 
Daniel (2016) compares the development of critical thinking to a scaffolding, or to a “proximal 
zone of development that extends and retracts”. Indeed, the author explains that students tend 
to an intersubjective thinking, meaning they become more and more capable to take into 
consideration others’ thoughts to build their own judgement. However, she underlines the non-
linear character of this construction of thinking and the necessity to take into consideration the 
context, of the knowledge about the studied concept, of the position of the teacher and the 
quality of interaction between members. On this matter, Saint Dizier, Specogna and 
Luxembourger (2016) show the effect of the teacher’s style in the construction and development 
of POD’s sessions. 
 
Florin, Professor in psychology, (cited by Péroz, 2010, p16), has leaded works showing that 
one third of students remain silent during dialogues with the teacher, and this, no matter the 
taught subject. Péroz (2010) enlightens the importance to include all students in the dialogues, 
given that few children at the end of kindergarten have the capacity to put in place an “internal 
dialogue”, which is to wait in silence, to listen to what is being said and then synthetize or note 
an incoherence or omission. And this observation unfortunately does not end at the beginning 
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of elementary school, since a child who has not learned to converse, orally, with his peers or 
with the adult, will still not be able to do so in elementary school. Péroz indicated that, indeed, 
the child can only do alone what he previously learned with others. 
 
To what extent does the regular practice of a philosophically oriented discussion contribute to 
the development of critical thinking and the language skills to write it? 
Methodology 
 Context of the discussion 
 
In order to be able to answer the aforementioned problem, we will rely on six one-hour 
philosophical discussions with CE2 (3rd year of elementary school in France) students. 
 
In order to provide each student with sufficient space to express themselves, the philosophically 
oriented discussions took place in groups of 12 students. The debating group discusses while 
the other half class observes. 
 
At the end of the discussions, a personal time for reflection on the debate that has just taken 
place is set up, which can allow each student to express their thoughts more accurately. That is 
why a personal written synthesis is produced. This trace thus allows to observe the students' 
progress throughout the six philosophically oriented discussions, in written form and following 
a personal phase of reflection. The group that debated and the one that observed prepare their 
written records. This choice is made in order to involve all students in the discussed theme, and 
also to study if observers are capable of "internal dialogue", as defined by Péroz (2010) in the 
ability to remain be silent, to listen to what is said, and to synthesize it in order to produce a 
new statement. 
 
 Research methodology  
 
We will study the comparison between the students' oral productions during the discussions and 
their written syntheses. 
 
After the discussions, students are invited to an individual written reflective phase, so that each 
student takes the time, after hearing their peers’ thoughts, to express their own as accurately as 
possible. The construction of the oral concept will be compared to the students’ written 
syntheses. The focus is put on three students (Aïda, Elias and Lilou) and will be an opportunity 
to see what they remember once the discussion is over. These are three students with very 
different profiles, Aïda is a studious student, very active orally during all lessons and diligent 
in writing. Lilou is a studious and discreet student, very involved in her written work but in 
retreat orally, she hardly intervenes spontaneously verbally even though she has the "right 
answer" when she is asked. Elias is a student with academic difficulties, he speaks frequently 
but his reasoning skills are to be built.   
 
Two analysis times observed: 
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- when students actively participated in the POD either verbally: a comparison was made 
between the opening and closing remarks of the discussions for the writing of the 
synthesis that they retained as a record of this elaboration. 
- when students have not actively participated in the POD neither verbally, the skills to 
practice or not "internal dialogue", as expressed by Péroz (2010), are analysed. 
Results 
POD 1 SHOULD WE ALWAYS TELL THE TRUTH? 
STUDENT 1 
Aïda 
POD Synthesis 
We should tell the truth, 
except in two cases, for 
surprises and for our 
protection (terrorism) 
 
Say the truth yes, but not if we need to protection as 
in the case of terrorism 
STUDENT 2 
Elias 
We should always tell the 
truth, even if “the person is 
very annoying”. After six 
interventions from his peers 
tempering this obligation to 
truth, Elias also points out the 
importance to denounce 
oneself in the case of 
“misbehaving” as anyways “if 
everyone lies, we will know, 
if everyone says it’s not me”. 
He explains, in his synthesis, that if we do not say the 
truth we will “get scolded”. 
STUDENT 3 
Lilou 
 
Did not participate actively.  
It is necessary to always say the truth, including in the 
case of " misbehaving " such as the broken glass event 
that occurred at school. She only accepts lies for 
surprises. 
  
 
Aïda's thinking does not vary between her oral interventions and her written synthesis, she 
seems to have built her thought alone and does not make it evolve during its drafting. On the 
other hand, it appears that either Elias was convinced by the ideas of his peers or that he adjusted 
his remarks according to his audience since his oral remarks evolve during the discussion. It is 
also possible that he may have felt authorized, in response to the interventions of his lie-tolerant 
classmates, to admit certain cases of lies. He seems to be engaged in internal dialogue since he 
synthesizes his written thinking around the need to tell the truth in order to avoid scolding. 
 
Lilou incorporates in her synthesis the idea of lying to make a surprise, this example has been 
repeated several times and accepted by all. It therefore seems impossible to know whether this 
is a reflection of Lilou's own or whether the POD has changed her point of view. On the other 
hand, she talks about misbehaving and seems to synthesize the exchange on the "broken glass" 
that just took place. She seems to be demonstrating internal dialogue, as developed by Péroz, 
2010), since she silently synthesizes, by expressing her point of view, on what she just heard. 
It is also necessary to point out that not participating actively does not mean being unable to 
conceive and embrace a collective concept. 
 
 
POD 2 THE MYTH OF PANDORA’S BOX 
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STUDENT 1 
Aïda 
 
POD Synthesis 
Did not partake actively - retranscription of presumed reaction 
- a strong interrogation: why did the gods give 
Pandora a box she should not open 
STUDENT 2 
Elias 
Did not partake actively 
 
He recalls that Pandora is curious and that's the reason she 
opened the box. 
STUDENT 3 
Lilou 
Speaks positively of curiosity 
 
Shifts away from the myth 
and its negative connotation.  
 
è Curiosity may help us or 
 
She declares not open it for 
security reasons, even when 
her classmates say they would 
have asked what was in the 
box before opening it. Lilou is 
cautious, and expresses the 
idea that the person to whom 
we communicate our fears can 
lie to us and harm us. 
The risk of danger can be found written in her synthesis 
 
 
Lilou develops her reasoning by relying on interactions with her classmates but always by 
nuancing the given comments. She demonstrates "decentration" (Daniel, quoted by Nonnon, 
2015) by distancing herself from the myth to evoke more generally the question of curiosity. 
She perfectly synthesizes her thinking in writing by addressing again the link between danger 
and curiosity. 
 
Aïda does not bring new elements in her synthesis compared to what was addressed in the 
discussion. She simply writes what was said by the group, explaining what she would have 
done had she been in Pandora's place. She therefore does not seem to have practiced internal 
dialogue, except to put herself in the place of Pandora and explain what her reaction would have 
been.	She therefore still works on her written language skills by producing a personal synthesis. 
Elias remains factual, and does not distance himself from the myth. He does not shift his focus 
nor does he question himself about the other causes and consequences of the myth. 
 
POD 3 What is the purpose of freedom? 
STUDENT 1 
Aïda 
 
POD Synthesis 
Did not partake actively She synthesizes the exchanges by explaining that 
freedom is used to live better, but that there are limits 
STUDENT 2 
Elias 
Did not partake actively Freedom is for pleasure 
STUEDNT 3 
Lilou 
She synthesizes the 
interventions that legitimize 
limits to our freedom. In her 
second, she develops the 
intervention preceding her 
own, which explains that we 
are free in order to live better, 
by completing it with 
examples 
In writing she uses the same examples she mentioned 
orally 
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Lilou constructs her reflection in mimicry in relation to the interventions immediately preceding 
her own. She does not refine her thinking in her synthesis and only translates it into writing 
based on the examples she proposed orally. 
 
Aïda summarizes in her synthesis what was stated during the discussion. Elias speaks of the 
notion of pleasure induced by freedom. It thus appears that he has not evolved from his initial 
thinking, or that he was convinced by the comments explaining that there are no limits to 
freedom. 
Discussion 
This comparison between the construction of the concept in oral and written form, during the 
course of the discussions, appears as Daniel's "scaffolding" (2016), i.e. non-linear and strongly 
correlated to the theme of the discussion. Students build their critical thinking, but this slow 
edification depends on their comfort with the theme and their interactions with their classmates. 
 
We notice that many students do not succeed in decentralizing themselves (Daniel, quoted by 
Nonnon, 2015) from the proposed theme and that they do not all succeed in practicing an 
internal dialogue (Péroz 2010) and therefore in constructing a personal thought alone, in 
writing. However, it appears that even in cases where students use in their syntheses the heard 
arguments or examples, they develop their language skills, in writing, by producing their 
syntheses. Indeed, they choose the appropriate vocabulary, work on syntax to give meaning to 
their text and try to base their thoughts on examples.  
 
It seems essential to practice philosophically oriented discussions, in order, first of all, to disrupt 
the classic pattern of seeking the "right answer". Students appeared destabilized by the plurality 
of opinions of their classmates, but more importantly, by the absence of right or wrong answers. 
 
By studying the syntheses written at the end of the PODs, it appears that some students modify 
their thinking, disagree with the words they have used during the discussions or, on the contrary, 
that others do not vary and do not change their thought. In all cases, the philosophically oriented 
discussions, thanks to the posterior reflective phase, allow students to refine their language 
skills in written expression. Indeed, they develop the habit of reformulating, synthesizing, 
giving examples and putting their thoughts into words, in writing. 
 
In order to allow students to see for themselves how their thinking progresses, not only through 
the different PODs but also within the discussions themselves, it would be appropriate to have 
them reflect individually and in writing on their representations of the theme, before discussing 
it. They could thus become aware of the disruption of their initial representations in relation to 
their final thoughts. The teacher would no longer be the only one aware of the socio-cognitive 
conflict encountered by the student. The student himself could observe it, accept it and thus 
understand that his thought has the right to change. According to Doise and Mugny, quoted by 
Buchs, Darnon, Quiamzade, Mugny and Butera (2008), socio-cognitive conflict is a collective 
construction mechanism. It allows the child to become aware of the existence of various 
responses and therefore of the possibility, through interaction with peers, of modifying their 
thinking. 
 
Finally, it would be interesting to conclude with the work of Perrin (2000), Professor of 
Philosophy, who is interested in the place of students with difficulties in the philosophically 
oriented discussion system. In particular, she explains that they often find their place with more 
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ease in the philosophical activities and “surprise by the richness of their ideas” (Perrin, 2000). 
Also, it would be interesting to see how in these situations students engage in writing? If what 
is still a complex part of the academic exercise can be supported in a different way and allow 
challenged students to find other resources. 
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